Connexin43 in rat pituitary: localization at pituicyte and stellate cell gap junctions and within gonadotrophs.
Immunohistochemical methods were employed to investigate the cellular and ultrastructural localization of the gap junction protein connexin43 (Cx43) in rat pituitary. Western blots of pituitary homogenates probed with anti-Cx43 antibodies showed the presence of Cx43 in both anterior and posterior pituitary lobes. By light microscopy (LM), Cx43-immunoreactive (Cx43-IR) puncta were found in all areas of the posterior lobe, but at greater concentrations in peripheral regions of this structure. By electron microscopy (EM), immunogold labelling for Cx43 was seen at gap junctions between thin cytoplasmic processes of pituicytes. No immunoreactivity was detected in the intermediate lobe. The anterior lobe contained puncta similar to but more sparsely scattered than those in the posterior lobe, and by EM analysis these were demonstrated to correspond to labelled gap junctions between stellate cells. In addition, anti-Cx43 antibodies produced intracellular labelling in a small percentage of endocrine cells, which were distributed throughout the anterior lobe and determined by double immunostaining methods to be cells containing luteinizing hormone. By EM, labelling within these cells was associated with predominantly large secretory granules and other loosely organized organelles. The results indicate that gap junctions in the pituitary are composed of Cx43 and that this or a related protein may have a novel intracellular function within gonadotrophs.